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AN EXPLORATION OF UNIVERSITY LEADERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF 
LEARNING ABOUT LEADERSHIP 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
The paper reports on a study conducted with eighteen new and emerging middle level 
university leaders who had been targeted for a senior leadership development 
program. Participants were asked to identify (i) what constitutes effective leadership 
within a university setting; and (ii) and reflect on one or more significant learning 
experiences that helped them to learn about leadership. The findings revealed that 
effective leadership practices were those that fell within two broad categories of 
interpersonal skills and engagement; and strategic thinking, action and operational 
effectiveness. Three main types of significant learning experiences cited were 
learning from others; formal university leadership programs; and critical incidents on 
the job. The paper concludes with some key implications for developers of university 
programs.  
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Introduction 
 Universities around the world have begun looking closely at their leadership 
succession plans to ensure there is an adequate pool of quality applicants who will 
take their place as leaders given anticipated staff turnover and age-related attrition 
(Jacobzone, Cambois, Chaplain & Robine, 1998).  To meet these challenges, 
leadership preparation and development programs have been utilised to develop the 
capacities required of leaders in a changing landscape. For the purposes of this paper, 
leadership capacity is defined as ‘broad-based skilful participation in the work of 
leadership’ (Lambert 1998, p. 18). A more complex socio-cultural milieu in which 
university leaders now work (Marshall, Adams, Cameron & Sullivan, 2000; Ramsden, 
1998a, 1998b) has also pointed to the need for effective leadership programs to 
support them in their daily endeavours. Of interest in this paper are the perceptions 
held by new and emerging university leaders regarding what constitutes effective 
leadership, and how they learned about leadership. It is argued that investigating 
participants’ viewpoints has the propensity to enhance our understanding of the nature 
of leadership given there is limited empirical research that has explored effective 
leadership within higher education institutions (Pounder, 2001). Furthermore, it is 
argued that learning about participants’ views regarding leadership may provide some 
useful insights into effective ways of providing leadership development for leaders 
within university settings (Knight & Trowler, 2001). This paper begins by providing a 
discussion of the challenges and complexities that beset the university context and, by 
implication, university leaders. Some of the broader literature on effectiveness in 
leadership is then considered followed by an examination of how leaders learn about 
leadership within university contexts.  
Changing university context 
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           In recent decades, higher education institutions around the world have faced 
increasing complexity and change due to a range of external social, economic and 
political pressures. Kezar (in Kezar & Eckel, 2004) identifies three significant 
changes to the higher education environment that are making governance more 
problematic and these are diverse environmental issues such as accountability and 
competition; retiring faculty staff and more diverse faculty appointments; and the 
need to respond efficiently to shorter decision time frames. Ramsden (1998a) concurs 
when he says:   
[u]niversities face an almost certain future of relentless variation in a more 
austere climate. Changes in the environment – mass higher education, 
knowledge growth, reduced public funding, increased emphasis on 
employment skills and pressure for more accountability - have been reflected 
in fundamental internal changes (p. 347).  
 
Part of the complexity facing universities is their dual role. One the one hand 
they fulfil a key role in local and global communities where they engage in 
knowledge creation and dissemination through teaching and research. Yet, on the 
other hand, they must operate as successful corporations able to withstand scrutiny to 
financial management practice, administrative reporting and in relation to 
accreditation requirements in relevant disciplines.  
 
It is not surprising, therefore, that these and other competing pressures are 
having a significant impact upon the lives and work of university leaders and 
managers and, as Kezar and Eckel (2004) state, are placing enormous responsibility 
upon leaders to make ‘wise decisions in a timely manner’ (p. 371). It is in this 
challenging context that university leaders need to be able to create and lead change, 
motivate staff and tend to the managerial matters such as budgeting in a timely and 
efficient way (Pounder, 2001; Ramsden, 1998a) . Given a complex context in which 
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leaders now work and the challenges posed by changed governance arrangements, 
what might constitute other effective leadership practices within the university 
context?   
 
Effective leadership practices within universities 
 
In writing about leadership within the higher education sector, Ramdsen 
(1998b) argues that ‘it is identical to leadership in other organisations and 
idiosyncratic to university environments’ (p.123). By this he means academic or 
university leadership is distinct from other types of organisational leadership, because 
it is concerned with academic business (i.e. research, scholarship, teaching, service). 
At the same time, academic leadership can be understood within the broader 
framework of the leadership literature because in many ways it is not fundamentally 
different and consists of similar elements. For this reason, the discussion that follows 
draws upon a selection of perspectives from the broader leadership literature that has 
currency for university leadership in addition to some writing and research that comes 
from studies of leadership within university settings. 
    
Over the centuries there has been much attention given to the topic of 
leadership yet to date there continues to be little consensus regarding its meaning, 
nature and the best way to develop leaders. Much writing in the field distinguishes 
between leadership and management. For instance, leadership is described as a 
practice that focuses on setting visions, mobilising people and bringing about change, 
while management is described as a practice that involves planning and budgeting, 
organising staff, controlling and solving problems (Kotter, 1990). Most writers would 
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agree that leadership and management are complementary processes and necessary for 
the running of effective organisations.   For the purposes of this discussion, leadership 
is defined as ‘a practical everyday process supporting, managing, developing and 
inspiring academic colleagues’ (Ramsden, 1998b, p.4).   
 
Leadership has been construed in terms of traits, practices, behaviours and  
attitudes.  Two theories pertinent to university leadership that are considered in this 
discussion are Bales and Slater’s (1955) ‘leader behaviour theory’ and 
transformational leadership theory (Burns, 1978; Bass, 1985).  While introduced to 
the field over half a century ago, leader behaviour theory emerged in the 1950s and 
held that effective leadership comprised two factors: structure and consideration 
(Bales & Slater, 1955). Structure referred to task oriented behaviours and getting the 
job done while consideration focused on interpersonal relationships with followers 
(Bales & Slater, 1955).  Central to both sets of effective leadership practices was the 
need for leadership oriented skills (i.e. interpersonal skills that inspire, motivate and 
support staff) and managerial skills (i.e. strategic planning and change and meeting 
expectations and outcomes).  In more recent times, theorists have built upon these two 
dimensions of leadership (e.g. see Hersey & Blanchard, 1977; Wheatley & Kellner-
Rogers 1996).  Although the two dimensions of structure and consideration constitute 
a relatively simple conceptualisation of leadership, it is argued that these dimensions 
have relevance for understanding university leadership.  As Ramsden (1998b) argues, 
‘in universities, as in other organisations, systematic processes which produce orderly 
results are required to balance the imaginative ideas that produce change’ (p.109).   
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Over the last twenty years, there has been much leadership thinking focused 
on transformational and transactional leadership.  Transformational leadership 
involves motivating and inspiring staff as well as satisfying their higher needs (Bass, 
1985; Bass & Avolio, 1988; Burns, 1978). It is also about stimulating and 
encouraging thinking and bringing out high performance in staff, beyond normal 
expectations.  A key component of transformational leadership is the notion of 
‘enabling others to act’ (Kouzes & Posner, 2002) which refers to leaders who 
encourage and empower others to act, take ownership and strengthen their 
performance.  Building an inclusive culture that supports genuine collaboration and 
effective team work has been identified also as an important leadership practice 
within organisations (Senge, 1990) and schools (Johnston & Caldwell, 2001).  
 
In contrast to transformational leadership, transactional leadership is 
concerned with the positional power of the leader to ensure compliance by followers. 
It views leadership as an exchange where rewards and punishments are handed out to 
acknowledge performance of followers (Burns, 1978). While Burns (1978) saw that 
transformational leadership was positioned at one end of the continuum and 
transactional leadership at the other, Bass (1985) argued that transactional leadership 
was not incompatible with transformational leadership and both strategies could work 
together to constitute effective leadership.  Both Pounder (2001) and Ramsden 
(1998b) have argued that insights from transformational leadership theory are 
pertinent for university leadership. For example, based on his study of organisational 
effectiveness in higher educational institutions in Hong Kong, Pounder (2001) argued 
that what is required in leading universities today can be reflected in a leadership 
approach that draws upon elements of transformational and transactional approaches 
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to leadership. He argued that transformational leadership is necessary to build 
interpersonal relationships, morale and team work while transactional leadership is 
necessary for planning-goal setting and productivity-efficiency (Pounder 1999 in 
Pounder 2001). According to Pounder (2001), such a combination of transformational 
and transactional approaches should enable universities to manage the variety of 
paradoxical pressures that they face.  The final part of this discussion refers to the 
work of three writers who provide insights into leadership within university contexts.    
 
Firstly, Filan and Seagren (2003) drew upon research and theoretical insights 
to arrive at six critical components of leadership which constitute leadership training 
within their university.  These are: understanding of self; understanding of 
transformational leadership; establishing and maintaining relationships; leading 
teams; leading strategic planning and change; and connecting through community.  
They describe their university academic leadership program which is based on a series 
of activities that build leaders’ knowledge and skills in each of the six critical areas.  
That these authors highlight opportunities for academic leaders to learn more about 
themselves and focus on self development is not surprising.  For example, London 
(2002) claims that ‘self insight [is] a prerequisite for understanding others [and] the 
foundation for development’ (p. 27) for leaders in organisations while  Bhindi and 
Duignan (1997) argue that an understanding of self is a critical feature of  what they 
coin ‘authentic leadership’, where authenticity refers to discovering the self through 
relationships with others and has a focus on trustworthiness, genuineness and ethics.  
Following the work of others (e.g. Ramsden 1998a, 1998b; Pounder 1999, 2001), 
Filan and Seagren (2003) highlight the relevance of academic leaders drawing upon 
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insights from transformational leadership theory for its ability to inspire trust and 
engage staff to high levels of achievement.   
 
Secondly, Ramsden (1998a) refers to studies he and others conducted at the 
Griffith Insitute for Higher Education that found that academic leaders, such as 
middle managers,  play several roles and these include  motivating and inspiring staff; 
bringing about high performance in colleagues; credible leadership that stimulates and 
encourages thinking; filtering out bureaucratic demands so that academics are free to 
‘get on’ with their jobs; leading from behind as well as from the front; facilitating the 
work of others rather than focusing on their own work; and balancing open ended 
problems while acknowledging goals, constraints and expected outcomes.  These 
types of roles are congruent with transformational and transactional leadership 
behaviours. 
 
Thirdly, a recent Carrick sponsored study led by Scott, Coates and Anderson 
(in press) explored what the perceptions of some 500 academic leaders were regarding 
important leadership capabilities or attributes. The findings included a range of 
capabilities such as empathising, self-regulation, self-organisation, decisiveness, 
commitment to learning and teaching, strategy, diagnosis, influencing, flexibility and 
responsiveness and university operations. In summary,  then, the capabilities 
mentioned by Scott et al. (in press) and the other writers in the leadership field 
discussed above point to a blend of human centred and strategic operations 
behaviours, attributes, attitudes and practices in recognition that leadership is a multi-
faceted activity.  
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Learning about leadership 
Just as there is no consensus on what is leadership or what constitutes 
effective leadership, there is no consensus regarding the best way to develop leaders 
(Blackler & Kennedy, 2004) or the best way leaders learn about leadership.  Over the 
last couple of decades, research studies have found that new academics often feel 
alienated and unsupported in their work (see de Rome & Boud, 1984; Marshall, 
Adams & Cameron, 1998). However, it is not only new academics who have reported 
feeling isolated but also new leaders (Daresh, 2006; Ramsden, 1998b). In response to 
these concerns, universities have established a number of formal means of support for 
new staff including induction programs, targeted training programs, leadership 
development programs and formal mentoring programs. Of these, leadership 
development programs are often cited as approaches to develop leaders and, for this 
reason, are considered in more detail below. 
 
Leadership development programs 
Organisations throughout the world continue to invest considerable sums of 
money in leadership development programs for aspiring and existing leaders based on 
the belief that leadership holds the key to organisational growth and renewal (Brown, 
2001). Yet leadership development programs are strategies that are deemed to be 
‘underutilized in most universities’ (Brown, 2001, p.313). According to McDade 
(1988), these programs have not achieved the same level of acceptance in the higher 
education area as they have done in the corporate world. Commenting on Australia, 
Anderson and Johnson (2006) claim that there is a tendency for academic leaders to 
learn on the job rather than engage in leadership development programs. While 
learning on the job can be a valuable way of learning, leadership development 
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programs are viewed as a more formalised active alternative (McDade, 1988).  In 
more recent times, there has been a strong argument in the literature for the 
implementation of leadership development programs that build effectively the 
leadership capacity required to lead universities into the future (see Carrick Institute, 
2006; Southwell, Gannaway, Chalmers & Abraham, 2005).  
 
It is important to note that leadership development programs can and do vary a 
great deal. A particular view of what is meant by leadership drives their content and 
the way in which they are taught (Ehrich & Hansford, 2006).  These programs range 
from more traditional academic formal approaches (Mitchell & Poutiatine, 2001) to 
experiential approaches (Hornyak & Page, 2004). Experiential approaches are said to 
provide learners with opportunities to reflect alone and with others on their 
experiences, evaluate them and thus come to new understandings about them 
(Mitchell & Poutiatine, 2001). Some of the more common purposes of using 
experiential exercises to develop leaders include helping learners to take risks, be 
innovative, develop skills of collaboration, manage conflict and use diversity 
(Kaagan, 1999). Mentoring comes under the umbrella of an experiential learning 
approach to leadership development since it takes place within the context of a 
relationship with another and involves opportunities for both parties (the mentor and 
the mentored) to share, reflect upon experiences and learn from these experiences. It 
is discussed next. 
 
Mentoring is an interpersonal learning activity whereby a more experienced 
person (a mentor) provides professional development and various levels of support to 
a less experienced person (protégé or mentee) (Hansford, Tennent & Ehrich, 2003). In 
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a university setting, mentors have been described as key players who socialise new 
members of staff into the role and culture of the organisation (Bochner, 1996). In 
addition they provide personal support, general information, knowledge on how to 
survive, assistance with promotion and confirmation processes, and ‘open doors’ for 
others. (Marshall et al., 1998). These relationships often evolve between persons due 
to their mutual interests and/or the desire of either or both party to work together 
(Clutterbuck, 2004).  However, it is not uncommon to see formal mentoring programs 
implemented in universities (Bochner, 1996) to support the learning of new leaders.   
The previous discussion has identified some of the ways in which university leaders 
learn about leadership. The authors concur with the ideas of London (2002) who 
argues that leadership development is not and cannot be construed as a one time event 
that is going to prepare leaders. It is more likely to be an ongoing process combining 
formal and informal learning experiences for staff.  
 
Methodology 
The focus of this study was an investigation of a cohort of mid to senior level 
university leaders’ perceptions about (i) what constitutes effective leadership and (ii) 
what are some significant or defining leadership experiences that have most assisted 
their learning in the leadership role. Interviews were held with eighteen participants, 
all of whom were part of a “by invitation” accelerated succession leadership program 
at an Australian university. Participants held a variety of middle level senior academic 
and administrative roles such as Head of School, administrative roles in student 
services, and research administration or information technology positions. Following 
the completion of the program (comprising eight half day sessions over a period of 
one year), participants were asked if they would be interested in participating in 
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interviews with one of the researchers who also was one of the facilitators of the 
leadership program.  
 
Out of a potential pool of some forty participants, eighteen agreed. Of a total 
of eleven females and seven males, ten participants held academic supervisory roles 
and eight held administrative supervisory roles. The hour long interviews were based 
on the two open questions identified above. The thematic analysis also investigated 
any differences observed between the comments of academic and administrative 
participants, respectively.  
 
Interviews, as a data collection method, are effective as they enable dialogue 
and conversation for researchers and educators ‘eager to grasp new ways of knowing’ 
(Greene 1994, p. 454). A laptop computer was used by the researcher to record 
participants’ responses and these responses were confirmed with participants 
individually. Data analysis took the form of constant comparative analysis (Cavana, 
Delahaye & Sekaran, 2001) whereby themes were identified and coded as they 
surfaced. As new themes emerged, these were compared with the previous ones and 
regrouped with similar themes. If a new meaning unit emerged, a new theme was 
formed (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994).  
 
Findings 
The results of the findings from the two core questions are discussed here. 
Regarding question 1, the analysis of participants’ responses yielded several themes 
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which centred on characteristics of leaders as well as particular practices. These 
themes have been identified in order of most frequently to least frequently cited.  
 
Effective leadership conditions or practices that constitute high performance 
There was strong support by participants that effective leaders are persons 
who have people skills; who promoted an environment that fostered growth of 
leadership in others, opened doors for staff and helped create opportunities; were 
credible and engendered trust; acted as role models; were ethical, inclusive and 
collaborative in their practices; were strategic and took responsibility for decisions; 
communicated the goals and vision of the organisation; understood organisational 
priorities; and had adequate resources and connections. These comments were equally 
distributed across the academics and administrators in the sample. Some illustrations 
are included below:  
 
People Skills 
In terms of people skills, one participant summed it up as:   
People management is most important… You are thrust into a role primarily 
about managing and leading people.  
 
These people skills included being both approachable and visible. It is noted that 
people skills were implicit in a vast majority of the comments. 
 
Promoting an environment where leadership is fostered in others 
A prominent theme identified by several participants, most of whom were academics, 
was promoting an environment where leadership can be fostered in staff. Three 
examples are provided below.  
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To foster the growth of leadership in others…using delegation to foster a 
sense of ownership and responsibility in others and hence to “grow” the 
leadership skills and capabilities 
 
Leaders should provide autonomy and allow others to do the job in their own 
way; not to micromanage.  If they are new to their role…the leader puts the 
other person in the driver's seat and provides the conversation and back up 
support needed. 
 
It is not enough just to have the structure right; the personal dimension needs 
to be right. You need the capacity to delegate to people; something that is 
possible in the presence of mutual trust.  
 
Closely related to this theme was the notion of leaders using their influence and role 
in helping staff create and act on opportunities. For example,  
 
Someone whom you can respect in terms of having a vision, demonstrating 
intellectual capacity…creating opportunities and helping you take advantage 
of opportunities… Good leaders force you out of your comfort zone, have 
confidence in you for a new role and then back you in that role (Academic). 
  
It is giving people the opportunity to succeed (Academic).  
 
Not only do leaders need to provide these types of opportunities, but another 
participant claimed that leaders need to create an environment where people are able 
to bring ideas to the table without fear. A common concern raised by participants in 
the aforementioned quotes was that staff should be offered opportunities, 
encouragement and support to develop their talents and build their own leadership 
skills.  
 
Credibility and the engendering of trust 
Credibility and trust were words that emerged mainly in academic participants’ 
comments regarding important characteristics of effective leaders. One academic 
referred to his PhD supervisor as a brilliant example of a leader: For example: 
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... He didn’t demand respect, he earned respect. He was a humble person and 
he had credibility. People follow a person like that. The environment that he 
created was one of trust.  
 
Other participants said: 
 
The leader must have the trust and respect, from supervisor, staff and peers in 
order to have credibility (Administrator). 
 
The leader must be able to instil confidence in you concerning his/her capacity 
to lead.  Saying “there is a problem” where there is one, and “let’s fix it” is 
important (Administrator).  
 
Two academic participants nominated sincerity and action as part of the trust element, 
expressing the view that part of trustworthiness is the ability to see matters through. 
One put it this way:  
 
Unless you have gained people’s trust, people are not going to come to you 
with issues and items which need resolution…. One needs to blend sincerity 
with organisational skills, as one can genuinely mean to do something but if 
they [sic] can’t organise themselves it won’t get done, despite their sincerity.  
That’s the type of leader I look for. 
 
 
Role models 
Both academic and administrative participants referred to the importance of leaders 
being role models for staff and setting a good example for them. Four quotes illustrate 
this: 
For me, it is…leading from the front, versus the notion of managing from the 
rear… 
   
It is being an example-setter. It is having a good example to benchmark myself 
against. It is a level of approachability in the leader.  The stronger ones as 
leaders tend to be those who are more approachable than others. 
 
Leaders need to be most visible in times of change.  
 
I like the word “leader”. I expect to be led by example; to be led by someone 
who is dynamic, intelligent, visionary, and truthful. 
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Ethical, inclusive and collaborative practices 
An important theme that emerged was the need for leaders to be ethical, inclusive and 
collaborative in their practices. For example, participants stated:  
Having no favourites; interested in a fair outcome for everyone 
(Administrator) 
 
For me, they are inclusiveness, transparency and a collaborative approach to 
both strategic and operational issues (Academic).   
 
Integrity is most important (Academic). 
 
 
Taking responsibility for decision making  
A number of participants, mostly administrative leaders, alluded to the importance of 
decision making, not only in terms of the leader following through but also in making 
sound judgements. For example: 
 
Directness is important. I prefer my supervisors to be providing direction with 
honesty about what they are doing, showing integrity; and when a decision is 
made to follow through on that decision..   
 
Decision-maker – an ability to seek advice appropriately and to weigh up that 
advice.  
 
An academic participant referred to the importance of leaders themselves 
being pro-active in making decisions and not merely implementing decisions of those 
higher up in the university. He said:  
In relation to governance, governance that is generated by the leadership 
members themselves and not just imposed upon them is far more effective. You 
need to develop an internal discipline on governance, generating the “spirit” 
of it from within. 
 
 
Communicating the goals and vision of the organisation 
 
Both administrative and academic participants nominated vision as a key requirement 
of leadership. Two participants said:  
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[leaders who are ]… able to act as though they “own” the vision. They don’t 
have to create their own vision; we have that through the university [mission 
and goals], but they have to “own” those goals for others to own them.  
 
We need to undertake the collective view of things, and part of that is about 
communicating your vision to others so that there is clarity regarding how you 
move forward together. 
 
 
Understanding organisational priorities 
Related to vision was leadership that requires an understanding of organisational 
priorities. One participant stated:  
 
Leadership requires clear vision...At the organisational level the leader needs 
to have good understanding of organisational priorities and a good sense of 
their own place and sphere of influence within those priorities 
 
Participants referred to the need for a “collective view” in pursuing strategic 
organisational priorities, and a consultative, participative approach to solving issues. 
One academic stated: 
 
Good leaders are seen to have the ways and means to accomplish what they 
set out to do. It means being creative about ways to solve issues. Leaders 
provide guided thinking. They don’t solve problems for people but engage 
people in solving problems; they ask them to come with a possible resolution 
in mind.   
 
 
Adequate resources and connections 
Effective leaders required access to adequate resources and connections. As one 
administrative participant stated: 
 
The leader must have adequate resources and connections to be able to take 
carriage of projects and activities for which he/she is responsible.  
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Significant learning experiences for leaders 
Some participants reported that the very act of reflecting upon their  
experiences or learning activities helped them to acknowledge that they had, in effect, 
learned about leadership. Participants’ experiences were categorised into three main 
areas and these were learning from others (i.e. mentors, role models); formal courses 
or programs; and critical incidents or on-the job learning activities. 
 
Learning from others  
 A number of participants, mostly academics, referred to the value of learning from 
another person such as a mentor or a role model who inspired, supported and 
encouraged them. For instance, one academic participant said: 
 
The most valuable messages in terms of leadership have come from other 
people who are leaders who have provided me with either the modelling or 
messages which have been very tangible in terms of my development.  
 
For another participant (administrative), having access to a mentor who 
provided good advice and discussed developmental matters was cited as important: 
 
…the Dean at [X University] strongly encouraged me to do a masters course, 
though I was in science, and get into administration. He discussed what he 
saw as my strengths and weaknesses. He was right. Doing the masters course 
opened doors. It allowed me to see management from a different 
perspective…I believe that having a good leader who advises staff well and 
takes the time to have staff development discussions.   
 
 
Formal courses of study / Leadership programs 
Across participants equally, significant leadership learning came about by engaging in 
leadership development programs and courses. A number of participants, particularly 
academic leaders, referred to benefits of sharing with others in the relevant “by 
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nomination” senior succession leadership program entitled “Leading in the New Era” 
(LINE) provided at the given university. One academic participant said: 
 
It was the LINE (Leading in the New Era) program. It was like a coming of 
age for me. I really enjoyed X’s [senior university executive’s] presentation 
about the way he deals with issues.  
 
Other participants commented about this program. A commonly cited benefit, 
particularly from heads of school, was the value of standing back and reflecting on 
one’s own professional development and leadership behaviours [given the] 
unlikelihood of finding the time to do this without the discipline of a program.  
 
An administrative participant identified a leadership development course with 
a strong experiential focus undertaken some ten years ago which had caused her to 
reflect upon and question her leadership approach:  
 
... The whole point of the exercise was to teach people as managers not to be 
rule bound. For me it had a huge impression because the whole thing fell 
apart. Prior to that I had had a tendency to be rule bound… the lessons that it 
taught me about being flexible and open to change never left me.  
 
Several participants referred to critical or defining events when they learned 
one or more valuable lessons about themselves as leaders. One academic cited the 
following:  
 
When our research centre didn’t get …funding there was a great sense that I 
had to do everything I could to maximise people’s potential to get other jobs. 
It brought home to me that I have to look after my people…Managing within a 
major change experience one has to be clear and honest… and keep people 
informed.   
 
Another academic said: 
 
Crisis situations are those from which I have learned most. One aspect of that 
is learning to disengage when needed and still to remain in control of your 
life. Going through difficult times shores up ability to lead.  
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For two academic leaders, significant leadership learning came about through 
on-the-job learning precipitated by pressing needs to lead through change.   
 
For me there was an early developmental experience… where I learned about 
strengths that I didn't know I had…  
 
…watching and learning from others in leadership roles. Some experiences 
which were painful at the time one can reflect upon later and say “I would do 
that again” or “I would not do that again”.   
 
One academic participant mused that learning was the result of all three of the 
activities named here. He said:  
 
I would like to see a continuation of events and activities as well as 
educational experiences ... mentoring. It is in learning from the experience of 
others and from one’s own experience. The learning experience is an upward, 
incremental trend, drawing on a mixture of influences.  
 
 
Discussion 
In terms of what constitutes effective leadership within a university environment, 
participants in this study identified a number of leader qualities and practices. For the 
purposes of the discussion, the nine themes that emerged from the first question are 
discussed in relation to two overarching categories: interpersonal people skills and 
engagement, and strategic thinking and operational effectiveness. Both of these broad 
leadership practices are said to be complementary and necessary for effective 
leadership (Bales & Slater, 1955; Kotter, 1990).  
 
Interpersonal people skills and engagement 
Participants referred to people skills that are central to effective leadership. It is 
precisely these skills that emphasise the human side of leadership (Ehrich & Knight, 
1998) and assist us to see leadership as an interpersonal relational activity (Bales & 
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Slater, 1955; Bhindi & Duignan, 1997; Pounder, 2001; Kouzes & Posner, 2002). As 
Ramsden (1998b) says, ‘leadership is to do with how people relate to each other’ (p. 
4) 
 
An important theme that emerged in participants’ responses was that effective 
leadership provided and promoted an environment where leadership was fostered in 
others. This idea has been supported in the literature where effective leaders are seen 
as educators who provide staff with opportunities that help them grow and become 
leaders themselves (Kouzes & Posner, 2002; Ramsden, 1998b). In the study 
participants referred to effective leaders who delegate and empower staff to take 
ownership and responsibility, a notion that both Ramsden (1998b, 1998a) and Kouzes 
and Posner (2002) discuss as critical to leadership. Related here is leadership that 
comes from behind and plays a supportive role as well as a challenging one (Daloz, 
1986; Kouzes & Posner, 2002) in helping people to get out of their comfort zones and 
embrace the challenges of leadership.  
 
Although participants did not use the term, ‘transformational leadership’, 
much of what they described as effective leadership could be considered as 
constituting this type of theoretical approach. For example, participants referred to the 
process of enabling others to become leaders (Burns, 1978; Kouzes & Posner, 2002); 
valuing people and their growth (Burns, 1978) inspiring trust in staff (Burns, 1978) 
and promoting cooperation and collaboration (Ramsden, 1998b). Participants referred 
to leaders who have the trust and respect of their peers and staff. Related to this was 
credibility in the role. Credibility has been defined as the dynamic currency of 
leadership (Leavy, 2003) since it depends on performance of the leader. For 
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participants, credibility was viewed in terms of leaders who followed through, were 
trustworthy and ‘walked the talk’. Credibility was also identified as an effective 
leadership practice of roles of Heads in Ramsden’s (1998a) study. Trust was seen as 
essential in the presence of integrity and a ‘hallmark of environments in which people 
feel respected, valued and appreciated’ (Filan & Seagran, 2003, p.’26).  
 
Participants referred to effective leaders as those who set an example and 
acted as role models for staff. One of Kouzes and Posner’s (2002) five leadership 
practices is ‘model the way’ which refers to the need for leaders to model the 
behaviour they expect of others if they want commitment from staff. The final theme 
that fits within the overarching category of interpersonal people skills was ethical, 
inclusive and collaborative practices. Here participants referred to the need for leaders 
to be ethical, not to have favourites, but to be transparent, fair and collaborative in 
their dealings. In recent years there has been a resurgence of writing on the moral and 
ethical dimensions of leadership (Duignan & Collins, 2003; Preston & Samford, 2002) 
needed in organisations. Some writers have argued this focus is due to the 
increasingly complex environments in which leaders work (Cooper, 1998). The 
importance of creative inclusive and collaborative practices resonates with Filan and 
Seagren’s work (2003) that maintains that leaders need to build and encourage team 
work where collaboration is key. As they say, “collaboration requires learning to work 
on teams, handling conflict, making decisions through consensus, demonstrating 
ethical process and using team assessment” (p.28). 
 
Strategic thinking and organisational effectiveness 
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According to Filan and Seagren (2003), leading strategic planning and change is a key 
role of academic leaders. In the current study, participants alluded to a number of 
practices that were related to strategic thinking and organisational effectiveness. For 
instance, participants referred to the importance of leaders who not only make sound 
decisions but also who follow through on these decisions. Support for this idea can be 
found in the work of Bryson (in Filan & Seagren, 2003) who maintains that strategic 
planning and decisions need to be followed through with thinking and acting that 
result in change.   
 
Participants referred to the importance of leaders who communicate vision to 
staff. A key effective leadership practice of Kouzes and Posner (2002) is inspire a 
shared vision where leaders invent a future based around the vision and help staff to 
commit to it. To do this requires leaders to operationalise the visions and goals and 
empower staff (Sergiovanni, 1992) so they are able to ‘own the vision,’ as one 
participant said.  
 
Understanding organisational priorities and directions was identified by 
participants as a feature of effective leadership. A participant who was Head of 
School referred to the need for governance to come from within the department rather 
than merely to be imposed from the top. In other words, leaders in concert with staff 
need to articulate clear goals for the department as well as be able to understand the 
wider systemic organisational priorities. It is because of Heads’ location occupying 
the middle ground between staff and the system that Ramsden (1998b) says they need 
to filter out bureaucratic demands so that academics can get on with the job.  
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Finally, participants referred to necessity for adequate resources to be able to 
undertake their job effectively. Yet, in the climate of shrinking resources within 
universities (Currie, 1998), this has posed a challenge for many university leaders. 
The importance of having access to adequate ‘connections’ is related to Filan and 
Seagren’s (2003) notion of ‘connecting through community’ where university leaders 
need to have connections not only within the university environment but also outside 
of it. Leaders are viewed as those people who build and nurture connections with 
others.  
 
Learning about leadership 
The new and emerging leaders in this study identified three significant ways in which 
they learned about leadership. Firstly, formal programs of study such as leadership 
development programs and post-graduate study were cited. Given that leadership 
training and development programs are used by universities as a means of supporting 
staff and building capacity, this finding was not unexpected. A couple of participants 
referred to a program they recently completed which introduced them to the 
university’s strategic mission and goals. Another participant recalled a group 
experiential learning activity that enabled her to reflect on her current practices of 
managing and to come to new understandings about herself and her practices. 
Experiential learning activities are designed to do this – to develop skills of 
collaboration, entice risk-taking in a supportive environment (Kaagan, 1999) and 
challenge leaders to think again and see a situation differently  (Mitchell & Poutiatine, 
2001). It appears that the formal programs of study described by participants fell 
within both the more traditional and academic approaches (Mitchell & Poutiantine, 
2001) and experiential approaches (Kaagan, 1999; Hornyak & Page, 2004). 
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Secondly, participants referred to learning from others (mentors, other leaders) 
who acted as role models, inspired them and provided useful advice, all functions that 
are said to be performed by mentors in the literature (Clutterbuck, 2004; Kram, 1985). 
 
 Thirdly, participants identified a number of critical incidents that occurred on 
the job that provided rich and valuable learning about leadership. This finding was 
unsurprising given Anderson and Johnson’s (2006) comment that much learning for 
academic leaders occurs on the job.  For some participants, the learning emerged 
through crisis situations and difficult times that required them to take action. For 
others, the incidents provided them with opportunities to reflect upon themselves as 
leaders, their strengths and their capacities. The importance of self-understanding 
(Bhindi & Duignan, 1997), self-regulation (Scott et al., in press) and self-insight 
(London, 2002) has been highlighted in the leadership development literature. A 
number of participants identified key lessons they learned which included the 
importance of honesty in one’s dealings; helping others to look at situations 
differently; embracing change; and working with limited resources. All of these 
lessons describe roles university leaders are expected to play (Ramsden, 1998a, 
1998b).  
 
Implications and conclusions 
The results of this study have shown that, from the perspectives of eighteen new and 
emerging leaders from one university in Australia, demonstration of interpersonal, 
relationship-building, inspiring trust in staff, and motivating and enabling attributes 
lie at the heart of successful leadership. Indeed, the descriptions provided by 
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participants had a strong flavour that “transformational leadership”, following the 
ideas of Burns (1978) and other writers, was what they perceived as effective for 
leadership within a university context. Nevertheless, it was clear from participants’ 
perceptions that the human centred attributes and actions of leaders did not constitute, 
on their own, sound leadership. Participants referred to important strategic thinking 
and organisational practices that were necessary for sound and effective decisions to 
be made. Participants perceived that leaders needed a strong comprehension of 
organisational priorities, a clear vision they could share and help staff commit to, and 
necessary resources and connections. Leader credibility, then, was seen to entail 
personal attributes such as sincerity and humility in fostering others’ potential, and an 
ability to make decisions and take follow-up action. The perceived interdependency of 
interpersonal skills and strategic and operational competence was an important 
finding of the study.  
 
What lessons might be learned from the results of this study for leadership 
developers in universities? Two key lessons are provided here. Apart from the 
obvious point that there is no one or best way to develop leaders, the findings 
indicated that learning about leadership occurs at different levels within the 
university. Following the ideas of Ramsden (1998b), different levels include the self 
or the personal level; the department level where much of the on-the-job learning and 
work is done with staff; and the system / university level and beyond. Participants in 
the study described learning experiences that encompassed each of these levels – 
learning about self; learning on the job through critical incidents when they were 
dealing with particular dilemmas often requiring them to work with staff to confront 
these issues, and learning that was provided by the system or university leadership 
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programs. Learning from others, such as mentors where they were both supported and 
challenged provided fertile ground from which they recalled valuable learnings that 
contributed to their leadership understandings. University run programs were 
discussed in terms of effective experiential activities that left a lasting impression on 
some participants since they enabled them to reflect upon practice and change their 
attitudes and practices. These programs also provided other opportunities for 
participants to reflect, observe and listen to other leaders, and extend their networks 
within a safe environment. From an examination of some recent literature published 
on leadership programs provided by universities (see Brown, 2001; Mitchell & 
Poutiatine, 2001), these types of activities are not uncommon in leadership 
development programs. Since leadership is practised at a number of different levels, 
we concur with Marshall et al. (2000) that any type of leadership program should 
include interventions at the three main levels identified previously in this discussion, 
recognising that learning also takes place outside of formal programs.  
  
             The second lesson would be to reinforce the centrality of the exercise of 
reflection in any type of leadership development program (Avolio, 2005) since much 
of the learning described by participants in this study involved reflection on practice 
(alone and with others). Ramsden (1998b) reinforces the point about the place and 
role of reflection but also adds the need for self assessment, the importance of 
experience, and a commitment to personal improvement as necessary for leadership 
development. It would seem that a range and variety of activities are necessary to 
encourage reflection on action as well as other learning experiences that heighten 
leaders’ understandings of their work (Marshall et al., 2000).   
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The findings of this study have shown that there is little doubt that ‘learning to 
lead is a lifetime responsibility’ (Ramsden 1998b, p. 227). Such an idea is critical not 
only for leaders’ own development but also for the ongoing learning and development 
of their staff. As one of the participants in this study put it:  
 
 
 I don’t think of myself as a leader, I think of myself of someone in the group. 
For me, the best is to say: “We did the impossible; we did a great thing”. It 
gives me confidence in the group to believe a group can do more. In fact, if I 
am a leader they are incredibly important moments because I have brought 
the potential of the group to realisation. I think that that link is very important.  
 
 
Finally, the findings of this study need to be read with some caution due to two 
methodological limitations inherent in the research design. Firstly, the study was 
small in scale and involved interviews with eighteen new and emerging leaders from 
one Australian university only.  For this reason, it is not possible that these findings 
can be generalised to other university contexts.  Secondly, one of the researchers of 
this paper was also the presenter of the leadership program from which participants 
were invited to attend.  It is possible that the invitational methodology may have had a 
bearing on the type of participants who volunteered to engage in it.  Relatedly, it is 
possible that the comments made by the participants may have been affected by the 
researcher playing the dual role or facilitator of the leadership program and 
researcher.   
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